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The Conquest of Time: The Forgotten Power of Art

Abstract 
It’s common knowledge that those objects we regard as great works of art have a capacity to survive across time. But that observation is only a half-truth: it tells us nothing about the nature of this power of survival – about how art endures. 
This question was once at the heart of Western thinking about art. The Renaissance solved it by claiming that great art is “timeless”, “eternal” – impervious to time, a belief that exerted a powerful influence on Enlightenment philosophers and, later, on modern aesthetics. 
The notion that art is timeless was contradicted by nineteenth century thinkers such as Hegel, Marx, and Taine who stressed the historical embeddedness of art. This, together with other major factors discussed in this paper, has left us today without a viable account of the nature of art’s capacity to transcend time. 
The paper proposes an alternative solution: the proposition that art survives by a process of metamorphosis. But the principal emphasis of the paper is on the question itself: how does art transcend time (a question that has nothing to do with the so-called “test of time”)?  If modern aesthetics is to remain relevant to our modern world of art, in which the art of the past – stretching back to Lascaux and beyond – is as important as Picasso and contemporary art, it urgently needs to address this neglected question.

The Conquest of Time: The Forgotten Power of Art
“Art it is the presence in life of what should belong to death.”
André Malraux, L’Intemporel.1976
One possible reaction to the title of my paper might be this: “Why do you say that time is a forgotten dimension of art? In fact, quite a lot has been written about the subject. Some philosophers of art have examined ways in which the passing of time is represented in film or the novel. Others write about what they call ‘temporal arts’, such as music, which they compare with, say, painting, in which time seems to play a lesser role. And so on. So why suggest that time is a forgotten aspect of art?”
In the terms in which it is phrased, this objection is reasonable enough; but my concern is of a quite different kind. My subject is not the function of time within individual works of art, but the external relationship between art and time, that is, the effect of the passing of time – of history in the broadest sense of the term – on those objects, whether created in our own times or in the distant past, that we today call works of art. In broad terms, my topic is the capacity of works of art to endure over time and, above all, the way they endure. This question has been forgotten. Almost nothing has been written about it in recent decades, and the little that has been written, I believe, avoids the key issues. In the time available, I want to explain carefully what I mean, and why I think the topic should receive much more attention. 
Let me begin with a simple observation. It’s common knowledge – a cliché almost – that those objects we regard as great works of art seem to have a special capacity to survive across time. It’s common knowledge, for instance, that of the thousands of novels published in the eighteenth century, only a tiny fraction holds our interest today, and that for every Tom Jones or Les Liaisons dangereuses, there are large numbers of works by contemporaries of Fielding and Laclos that have sunk into oblivion, probably permanently. And if we draw comparisons with objects outside the realm of art, the point is equally true. We do not ask, for example, if a map of the world drawn by a cartographer of Elizabethan times is still a reliable navigational tool, and we know that a ship’s captain today who relied on such a map would be acting very foolishly. But we might quite sensibly ask if Shakespeare’s plays, written at the same time the map was drawn, is still pertinent to life today, and we might well want to answer yes. The map has survived as an object of historical interest, but it is no longer applicable to the world we live in. Shakespeare’s plays, on the other hand, are not just historical documents. They have “lived on”, as we often say; they have endured in a way the map has not. 
There are endless examples of this point and I won’t try your patience by mentioning more. Stated in general terms, the proposition is simply that those objects that we today call art – whether they be (for example) Shakespeare’s plays, the music of Monteverdi, great works of ancient Egyptian sculpture, or even the bison of Lascaux – seem to possess a special power to “live on”, a power to defy or “transcend” time. This observation tells us nothing about the nature of that power – about how art endures – a crucial matter I shall come to in a moment. But here I simply want to make the basic point – which many have made before me – that one of the special characteristics of art, or at least great art, is a power to endure over time. The observation is, as I say, a cliché; but it’s a cliché that merits much closer examination that it usually receives. 
Two further preliminary points before I move to the heart of the matter: 
First, the belief that a true work of art “endures” or “lives on” does not, of course, mean that it somehow has a power to resist physical damage or destruction. Any such claim would obviously be nonsense.​[1]​ How many thousands of great works of the past have been destroyed by wars, natural disasters, iconoclasm, re-use for other purposes, or simple neglect? Indeed, the very fragility of many works of art has probably made them more vulnerable than other objects to the ravages of time. The issue at stake when we speak of art’s capacity to endure has nothing to do with physical durability. It concerns the capacity of certain works — Hamlet, The Magic Flute, a painting by Giotto, for example — not only to impress their contemporaries but also to exert a fascination on subsequent ages, while so many other works fade into oblivion. 
Second, I should stress that I will not be talking about the concept of the so-called “test of time” – an idea which, as we know, appealed to Hume, and one that still occasionally attracts writers in modern aesthetics. I’ll have a little more to say about this matter later on, but for the present let me simply say that the concept of a “test of time” does not help us understand the issue I’m examining and in fact tends to lead us astray. So, to repeat, this analysis is not about the so-called “test of time”.
Now, thus far I’ve been using the terms “enduring” and “living on” in a loose and general way without asking what exactly they mean in the context of art. So now I’d like to rectify that omission. That is, I’d like to look at the vital question I foreshadowed a moment ago of how art endures – how, exactly, it transcends time.
It’s important to note, first, that despite its neglect in recent decades, this question has a lengthy and illustrious history in European culture, and without doubt the most influential answer has been that art endures because it is outside time – “timeless”, “eternal”, or “immortal”. This idea pre-dates the birth of aesthetics. It was highly influential during the Renaissance, and we need look no further than Shakespeare’s sonnets to convince ourselves of that. Art defies time, Shakespeare and many others asserted, because it is exempt from time – “time-less”, eternal. This was a strongly held belief, which applied not just to poetry but to art in general. And it continued to exert a powerful influence over the centuries that followed, up to and including the Enlightenment when the foundations of modern aesthetics were being laid – witness, for example, Hume’s well-known claim that the “The same Homer who pleased at Athens and Rome two thousand years ago, is still admired at Paris and London”.  “The same Homer” – that is, a Homer untouched by time – a Homer that meant the same in Greece in the 8th century BC as it did in 18th century England. 
Today, in our down-to-earth modern world, we’re apt to look askance at words like “immortal” and “eternal”, and modern aesthetics, as distinct from its 18th century forebears, tends on the whole to avoid them.​[2]​ But before dismissing the idea too hastily – though I will do so myself shortly – it’s worthwhile reflecting on it briefly for a moment. 
First, the proposition that art is timeless at least provided a complete answer to the question at stake. We’ve acknowledged that art has a special capacity to endure, but, after all, something might endure in a variety of ways. It might, for example, endure for a time, disappear, and then return – in a cyclical way. It might endure timelessly – the alternative I’ve just been discussing. And, as we’ll see shortly, there’s at least one other possible option. So, by itself, the simple notion of enduring, important though it is, leaves us with a major, unanswered question, an explanatory gap. How, we need to know, does art endure? Or to put that another way: What does “endure” mean in the case of art? Now, the claim that art is timeless provided an answer to that question. Art “lives on” or endures, it said, not simply because it persists in time in some unknown, unspecified way, but because it is impervious to time, “time-less”, unaffected by the passing parade of history, its meaning and value always remaining the same. Whatever one may think about this claim, it was at least a complete solution. It didn’t simply recognise that art endures. It explained the manner of the enduring, and the explanatory gap was closed.
Second, it’s worth remembering that the notion that art is timeless has had a major impact on European culture, including on the discipline of aesthetics itself. I’ve already mentioned Hume’s well-known dictum; and his view was simply a reflection of a widely-held belief of the times, taken for granted not just by philosophers but by poets, painters, composers and intellectuals in general.
Third, how confident are we that, at a subliminal level at least, modern aesthetics – especially the analytic branch – is not still reliant on the notion that art is timeless? I don’t have time to pursue this point here, but I pose the question nonetheless: Does modern aesthetics, like its Enlightenment founders such as Hume and Kant, believe that great art is timeless? And if it doesn’t, what answer does it give to the question I’m addressing? In what way do we today believe art endures – given that we acknowledge that it does have a special power of endurance? But let me leave that question hanging for the moment and move on. 
A moment ago, I indicated that, in my view, the proposition that art endures timelessly has ceased to be viable and I want now to briefly explain why. 
Until the Enlightenment, this belief held the field unopposed; but, in the nineteenth century a major challenge arose. Thinkers such as Hegel, Marx, and Hippolyte Taine placed art firmly within the sphere of historical change, arguing that, like all other human activities, art is a product of its social and cultural contexts, reflecting prevailing ideologies and social arrangements. One implication of this thinking – which, of course, remains very much alive in Continental aesthetics today – is very clear: viewed in this light, the claim that art inhabits a changeless, “eternal” realm outside the flow of history is nothing but an idealist illusion. Art, like all human activities, this post-Marxist view argues, is deeply embedded in time. 
This attack on the notion of timelessness is a powerful one but the problem, of course, is that it creates another dilemma of its own: if one accepts the Hegelian-Marxist view, one appears to be left without any satisfactory explanation of art’s capacity to endure – a problem that, interestingly enough, Marx himself quickly recognised. In a well-known passage in the Grundrisse, he writes that 
 ...the difficulty is not so much in grasping the idea that Greek art and epos are bound up with certain forms of social development. It lies rather in understanding why they should still constitute for us a source of aesthetic enjoyment and in certain respects prevail as the standard and model beyond attainment.​[3]​
The point is fundamental. Marx’s formulation of it reflects a degree of deference to Antiquity that we today may not share, but his basic argument is nonetheless valid. If art belongs to history, where then do we look for an explanation of its capacity to transcend time? So, while Hegelian-Marxist thinking undoubtedly inflicts a body blow to the notion that art is timeless or eternal, it leaves an explanatory vacuum. Once the traditional solution is killed off, what alternative remains?
Moreover, the problem today is even more serious than Marx imagined and once we reflect a little on the history of art as we know it today, we quickly see why. 
Our world of art today is very different from those familiar to the Renaissance and the Enlightenment, or even to the late nineteenth century when Marx was writing, and we only need think about our art museums today to convince ourselves of this. As we know, the early years of the twentieth century saw the gradual entry into art museums of objects from a range of ancient and non-Western cultures – an unprecedented event.​[4]​ Yet as we also know – even if we tend to forget – Europe encountered many of these cultures well before that but had always regarded their artefacts as simply the botched products of unskilled workmanship, or as heathen idols or fetishes.​[5]​ Moreover, if we accept the abundant archaeological and anthropological evidence, these objects were never regarded as “art” in their original cultural settings. Their function – their raison d’être – was religious or ritualistic: they were “ancestor figures” housing the spirits of the dead, or sacred images of the gods, and so on. So, in cases such as these, a transformation has taken place that is obviously very difficult to square with any notion of “timelessness” – a transformation from sacred object initially, then to heathen idol or “fetish”, and now to treasured work of art. Put another way, far from being immune from change, as Hume would have it, these objects have “lived on” via a process in which time and change seem to have played a vital role, not only in terms of whether or not the objects were considered important, but also in terms of the kind of importance placed on them. Clearly, objects such as these – now regarded as works of art – have endured in the sense we are discussing: we’re not simply speaking about ancient potsherds or objects like the Elizabethan map I referred to earlier that are now only of historical interest. But the manner of their enduring seems far less suggestive of timelessness than, as the French theorist André Malraux has argued, of a capacity for metamorphosis – a process in which time and change have played an integral part, involving the revival of an object long regarded as without interest, accompanied by a transformation in its significance.
The point is not an easy one to grasp on first encounter and a further example may help. The superb statues of biblical figures on the portals of Chartres cathedral – which many of you no doubt know – are now widely considered to be among the treasures of world art, on a par with, for example, the best of Egyptian sculpture, or the works of Donatello or Michelangelo or Picasso. Yet from Raphael onwards all medieval art was, as we know, regarded as inept and misconceived and consigned to a limbo of indifference. The revival of medieval sculpture as art​[6]​ only began in earnest in the late nineteenth century – that is, after some three centuries of neglect and disdain. This is not to condemn the intervening centuries, or suggest they lacked an “appreciation of art”. It does, however, suggest that art does not endure timelessly – unchangingly – but through a capacity to “live again”, to resuscitate, despite periods of oblivion, its rebirths being inseparable from a metamorphosis – a transformation in significance. The statues at Chartres were not “art” for the men and women for whom they were created. They were sacred images – manifestations of the Christian Revelation – and to place them on equal footing with religious images from other cultures, as I have just done, would, for their original beholders, have been sacrilege. These works have endured by becoming “art” for us (thus becoming comparable with images from other religious cultures) and they have done so through a metamorphosis – a process very different from a capacity to remain impervious to change implied by the notion of timelessness.
These few remarks don’t do justice to Malraux’s concept of metamorphosis, but I’ll need to leave the matter there for lack of time. In any case, my principal aim today, as I’ve said, is not to provide a solution to the question of how art endures but to highlight the importance of the question itself – because it’s a crucial question that modern aesthetics has almost entirely neglected. In a moment, I’ll conclude with a few brief remarks on that head but before I do, I’d like to say a few words about the notion of a “test of time” which, as I suggested earlier, tends to lead people astray.
 The idea of a “test of time”, as we know, goes back at least to Hume, but it has also attracted the attention of certain recent philosophers of art. The general idea, as we are all aware, is that if a work endures for a substantial period – writers are usually rather vague about the length of time required – then it can be regarded as a work of art, even perhaps a great work of art. Longevity, in other words, is a test of value: if a work lasts, it is probably a work of quality. 
If, however, one accepts the analysis I’ve offered in this paper, one sees immediately that thinking of this kind simply short-circuits the key elements of the problem and shuts down worthwhile discussion. The issue is much less to know that art has a special power to endure: that much is obvious. The crucial, threshold question is what enduring means in the case of art – that is: what we mean when we talk about the capacity of art to survive. I have mentioned three possible answers to this: Art might endure for a time, disappear, and then return with its original meaning – in a cyclical way. It might endure “eternally” – outside time – which, as we’ve seen, is the explanation that has figured prominently throughout European history and still lingers on today. Or it might, as Malraux argues, survive through a process of metamorphosis. So, conceivably, art might survive in a number of possible ways, and focusing simply on the question “Does art survive?” evades this basic issue. Even worse, it confuses us: Not only does it fail to ask what “survive” or “endure” mean in the case of art; it also predisposes us to think in terms of continuous survival – whereas in fact, as we have seen, the history of art suggests that this is by no means always the case, and that art can revive after periods of oblivion. The notion of a test of time is, in short, a red herring. It hinders and confuses us much more than it helps.
A brief concluding comment: 
Perhaps someone might say to me: “Yes, but even if we agree, how important is this, after all? Does it really matter? Does aesthetics need to bother about the question of how art endures?” My answer is in two parts:
First, we all presumably accept that art – or at least great art – endures in some way. After all, we only need cross the threshold of a major art museum whose exhibits include objects from ancient cultures to convince ourselves of that. But if we, as philosophers of art, are asked how art endures, what do we answer? Do we say it endures timelessly – that it is exempt from time? Few would argue this today, and for good reason, as I’ve tried to show. So, what do we reply? That art is a creature of history, as so many Continental philosophers seem to think? But that would only tell us why art is affected by time, not why it transcends it. So, that’s my first point: We know that art endures in some way; are we content to leave the question of how it endures neglected and unanswered? 








^1	  This point may seem too elementary to mention but in a 2005 book entitled What Good are the Arts? which attracted considerable attention at the time of its publication, John Carey writes that “No art is immortal and no sensible person could believe it was. Neither the human race, nor the planet we inhabit, nor the solar system to which it belongs will last forever. From the viewpoint of geological time, the afterlife of an artwork is an eyeblink”. John Carey, What Good are the Arts? (London: Faber and Faber Ltd, 2005), 148.  As a contribution to a discussion about the temporal nature of art, remarks such as these are quite beside the point.
^2	  Modern writers who venture onto this terrain tend to prefer the less colourful term “timeless”, though the meaning is exactly the same. 
^3	  David McLellan, ed. Marx’s 'Grundrisse' (London: Macmillan Ltd,1980), 45. 
^4	  A fact that is often forgotten. African art, for example, had to wait until the mid-twentieth century before being admitted into the general collections of art museums. It should be stressed of course that the present analysis concerns the acceptance of the objects in question as art. Artefacts from non-Western cultures had previously been included in cabinets de curiosités and history museums but that is a different matter. 
^5	  Cf. the comment by H. Gene Blocker: “Although primitive artifacts were known to Europeans from the time of the great explorations of the New World and the Far East from the 15th century onwards, and although a few pieces were admired by artists such as Dürer and Cellini, there was virtually no aesthetic interest in such artifacts as works of art until the early years of the 20th century. Gold objects from Pre-Colombian Mexico and Central and South America were melted down and the valuable raw material shipped back to Spain; a few pieces were taken back to the home countries as evidence of the culturally savage and barbaric state of the natives; and what aesthetic response there was was largely one of horror at the ugliness and brutality supposedly symptomatic of these savage, heathen works of the devil.” H. Gene Blocker, The Aesthetics of Primitive Art (Lanham: University Press of America, 1994), 272.
^6	  As distinct from a component of medieval history or a picturesque element in historical novels, developments that occurred somewhat earlier.
